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(54) Prenatal screening for fetal abnormalities 

(57) There is disclosed a method tor antenatal 
screening for an abnormality in a fetus using a bodily 
fluid, the fluid containing a marker which at one stage of 
gestation (stage A) the mean or median level of the 
marker differs by less than 20% between pregnancies 
which are affected and unaffected by the abnormality 
and at another stage of gestation (stage B) differs by 
more than 50% between such affected and unaffected 
pregnancies, there being a period of at least 3 weeks 



between Stage A and Stage B, characterised in that de- 
terminations of concentrations of the marker for an indi- 
vidual woman are made at stage A and at stage B and 
are compared to produce a normalised concentration 
and the thus determined normalised concentration is 
compared with similarly determined normalised concen- 
trations for populations of women with and without said 
fetal abnormality and an apparatus for carrying out the 
method. 
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Description 

This invention relates to a method and apparatus for prenatal screening for fetal abnormalities. 

The risk of many fetal abnormalities is known to be associated with advanced maternal age, and this factor has ! 

s been used for many years as the basis for the selection of pregnant women at highest risk for further investigation. 
Further investigation involves the sampling of the amniotic fluid by amniocentesis in order to isolate fetal cells which j 
may then be examined for chromosomal abnormalities by karyotyping. This is a procedure which is not completely 
free from risk to both mother and fetus. It is estimated that the risk of spontaneous miscarriage as a result of this . 
procedure is of the order of 0.5% to 1 .0%. 

10 Other risk factors have been identified which may also be used in selecting those women at highest risk of fetal 

abnormality. For example Wald et al in European Patent No. 362294 B1 have described how maternal serum concen- ; 
trations of alpha-fetoprotein (AFP), human chorionic gonadotrophin (hCG) and unconjugated estriol (UE3) taken in the ; 
second trimester of pregnancy (from 1 3 to 26 weeks) may be used to calculate an individual woman's risk of subse- [ 
quently giving birth to a child with Down Syndrome. Macri in European Patent Specification No. 409956A has described : 

'5 how measurement of the free-beta subunit of hCG may also be used as a marker for fetal Down Syndrome. In our 
European Patent Specification No. 627032 we describe how the combination of the free beta hCG and pregnancy ] 
associated placental protein A (PAPP-A) may also be used to predict the risk or fetal abnormalities in the first trimester 
of pregnancy. 

All maternal serum markers have been identified on the basis that the concentrations found in abnormal pregnan- 

20 cies differ from those in normal pregnancies. Current teaching dictates that substances found in maternal serum which : 
do not show a difference in concentration between abnormal and normal pregnancies are not as useful as maternal 
serum markers. Some maternal serum markers are only of apparent use at certain stages of the pregnancy. For example 
PAPP-A concentrations are known to be lower in the first trimester of pregnancy where the fetus has Down Syndrome, 
yet show no difference in the second trimester of pregnancy. Conversely maternal serum hCG has been shown not to = 

25 be a very effective marker for fetal Down Syndrome in the first trimester. Macintosh M.C.M & Chard T; Fetal. Mat. Med. 
Rev.5 : 181-190, 1993 - Wald N.J. Kennard A. & Smith D., Ann. Med., 26 : 23-29, 1994. Current teaching therefore 
indicates that measurement of PAPP-A in the second trimester of pregnancy or hCG in the first trimester of pregnancy : 
would be of no use in screening for fetal Down Syndrome. 

It is desirable that methods of prenatal screening are developed in which a correction is possible to remove the 

30 influence of between subject variation. 

According to the present invention we provide a method for antenatal screening for an abnormality in a fetus using : 
bodily fluid such as a serum marker and/or a precursor or metabolite of said marker, the marker being one where at j 
one stage of gestation (stage A) the mean or median level of the marker, corrected for gestational age if necessary, 
differs less than 20% between pregnancies which are affected and unaffected by the abnormality and at another stage | 

35 of gestation (stage B) differs by more than 50% between such affected and unaffected pregnancies, there being a ; 
period of at least 3 weeks between Stage A and Stage B, characterised in that determinations of concentrations of the i 
marker for an individual woman are made at stage A andiat stage B and are compared to produce a normalised : 
concentration and the thus determined normalised concentration is compared with similarly determined normalised 
concentrations for populations of women with and without said fetal abnormality. 

40 Further according to the present invention we provide an apparatus comprising means adapted for receiving meas- j 

urements of levels of a serum marker in a body fluid (particularly blood) of a pregnant woman and/or precursor or < 
metabolite of said marker, the marker being one where at one stage of gestation (stage A) the mean or median level 
of the marker, corrected for gestational age if necessary, differs by less than 20% between pregnancies which are : 
affected and unaffected by a fetal abnormality and at another stage of gestation (stage B) differs by more than 50% j 

45 between such affected and unaffected pregnancies, there being a period of at least 3 weeks between Stage A and i 
Stage B, and computer means for comparing the measurements of these levels with each other and to sets of reference ; 
data to determine fetal abnormalities characterised in that the computer means is capable of comparing concentrations j 
of the marker for an individual woman made at stage A and at stage B to produce a normalised concentration and to 
compare the thus determined normalised concentration with reference data relating to similarly determined normalised . 

50 concentrations for populations of women with and without said fetal abnormality. : 
The concentrations of most maternal serum markers change during pregnancy as a result of changes in the size : 
and maturity of the fetus or placenta. In order to enable valid comparisons to be made between concentrations at ! 
different stages of pregnancy they must first be normalised by dividing the actual value by the median value found in ; 
the unaffected population of pregnant women at that gestational age (termed the Multiple of the Median or MoM). The | 

55 median is usually used in preference to the mean to avoid the undue influence of outlying values. 

None of these markers, either used individually or when combined statistically in a multivariate mathematical model, j 
are diagnostic. The distributions of concentrations found in affected and unaffected groups show marked overlap, which 
does not permit the complete separation of the two groups. 
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The effectiveness of any maternal serum marker is therefore governed not only by the difference in mean value 
of the distributions of concentrations in affected and unaffected pregnancies but also by the variance around the mean. 
If the variance is small, then the population of abnormal pregnancies is better separated from the normal population 
than when the variance is large. A small variance is therefore a highly desirable characteristic of any screening test. 
s The observed variance of maternal serum marker concentrations is made up of two principal components: - 

1. The variation in concentration between different pregnant women; and 

2. The variation within an individual woman from occasion to occasion. 

10 If SDb represents the variation in concentration between pregnant women (expressed as the standard deviation) 

and SDi the variation within an individual woman from occasion to occasion (expressed as the standard deviation) 
then the observed total variation seen when examining a group of pregnant women is given by:- 



15 SDt = V SDb + SDi 

where SDt is the observed standard deviation for a population of pregnant women. 

For any one individual woman, values obtained from occasion to occasion will vary only within the boundaries j 
defined by the within subject variation centred around that individual woman's homeostatic set-point concentration. 
20 The homeostatic set point is the average value found in an individual woman around which day-to-day variation may 
be seen. The observed variation of the entire population will be much larger than the within-subject variation because \ 
of the additional variation caused by differences between women in the position of their individual homeostatic set- 
points. 

If it were possible to remove the component of variation attributable to the between subject variation, the degree \ 
25 of separation of the distributions of maternal serum marker concentrations would increase leading to an increased 
ability of the test to discriminate between normal and abnormal pregnancies. 

The present invention provides a correction to remove or reduce the influence of the between subject variation. 

At different stages of gestation some maternal serum markers show no discriminatory ability between affected and 
unaffected pregnancies, in other words there is no or little difference in mean values between the groups. 
30 Determination of the concentration of the maternal serum markers at such a stage of gestation provides an estimate | 

of the homeostatic set-point for that individual woman (concentration A). 

A sample is also taken when the maternal serum marker does not show good discrimination between affected and : 
unaffected pregnancies (concentration B). 

A comparison of the two concentrations A and B enables a normalised concentration (C) to be determined, for 
35 example simply by dividing B by A. The normalised concentration C for the entire population shows much less variation ; 
than is seen for the population distribution of concentration A or B, as the between-subject variation has now been : 
eliminated by the normalised procedure. 

In the method of the invention the concentration of the serum marker under consideration is determined at a time j 
when it does not function effectively as a marker, i.e. at a time when it differs by less than 20% between affected and j 
40 unaffected pregnancies. This determination will be referred to as value A. The concentration of the marker is also ; 
determined at a time when it does function effectively as a marker, i.e. at a time when it discriminates by more than j 
50% between affected and unaffected pregnancies. This determination wilt be referred to as value B. 

The determinations of the marker to produce values A and B are separated in time by a period of at least 3 weeks, 
for example between 4 and 8 weeks. Preferably the determinations to produce values A and B are made in different 
45 trimesters of pregnancy for example the first sample could be taken at 8 weeks of gestation and the second sample j 
at 16 weeks of gestation. i 

After their determinations values A and B are compared by any suitable method, preferably but not exclusively by ; 
division, to produce value C. j 

The determinations and comparison are done for an individual woman and the result is supplied to a computer | 
50 equipped with an algorithm based upon figures for value C derived from measurements on a large number of women, j 
Distribution curves for value C can be prepared and are sharper in outline and show less variation around the mean i 
than distribution curves for other values thus giving greater separation between the distributions for unaffected preg- j 
nancies and for pregnancies affected by fetal abnormalities. Using the computer it is possible to ascertain how a C , 
value determined for an individual woman compares with the value for a whole population i.e. with a general curve. 
55 The invention may be applied using any marker which at one stage of gestation (stage A) discriminates by less : 

than 20% between pregnancies which are affected and unaffected by the abnormality under consideration and at ■ 
another stage (stage B) discriminates by more than 50% between such affected and unaffected pregnancies. In par- ; 
ticular the invention is very suitably applied using intact hCG or the free alpha or beta subunits of hCG as the marker j 
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Other suitable markers include AFR PAPP-A, dimeric inhibin (inhibin A) and Schwangerschatt protein 1 (Pregnancy 
specific X-glycoprotein 1, SP1). 

The method and apparatus of the invention are very suitable when the marker determined according to the invention 
is combined with measurements of one or more other markers, said other markers being measured either conventionally 
s or, where appropriate, in accordance with the invention. Such other markers include dimeric inhibin, intact hCG, the 
free alpha or beta subunit of hCG, AFP, UE3, PAPP-A and Schwangerschatt protein 1 . 

The maternal body fluids on which measurements are made include for example, saliva, urine, amniotic fluid and 
particularly blood. 

The method and apparatus of the invention can be used for antenatal screening for a wide range of pregnancy 

10 abnormalities. These include abnormalities such as ectopic pregnancy, neural tube defects, ventral wall defects and 
particularly fetal chromosomal abnormalities. The most significant and frequently occurring chromosomal abnormality 
is Down Syndrome (Trisomy 21). Other such abnormalities which may be screened for using the invention include 
Edwards Syndrome (Trisomy 18), Pateaus Syndrome (Trisomy 1 3), Turner Syndrome, Monosomy X and Kleinefelter's 
Syndrome. The invention may be used to screen for individual abnormalities or to screen for groups of abnormalities 

15 together, for example it could be used to screen for both Down Syndrome and Edwards Syndrome. 

Measurements are carried out and analysed using the method of the invention on samples taken during an ap- 
propriate period of pregnancy. Preferably the measurements are made on samples taken in the first and second tri- 
mesters and often in the period between the beginning of the eighth week and the end of the second trimester. The 
woman's normalised serum value for the individual serum marker is divided by the normalised expected median value 

20 found in women with unaffected pregnancies at the same gestational age to derive the multiple of the median (MoM). 
The probability that the (MoM) values for the combination of serum markers tested belongs to the multivariate distri- 
bution of values found in unaffected pregnancies is calculated. The same calculation is performed by reference to the 
probability that the individual combination of values forms part of the multivariate distribution found in abnormal preg- 
nancies. The ratio of the two probabilities is termed the likelihood ratio (LR) which indicates the likelihood that an 

25 individual woman has an affected pregnancy or not. The degree of separation between the multivariate distributions 
for affected and unaffected pregnancies changes with gestational age, i.e. there is a continuous change in the manner 
of calculating probability depending upon the gestational age. This continuous change can be built into the algorithm 
used in the calculation. , , 

An individual. woman has an a priori age related risk whjch is independent of the maternal serum marker concen- 

30 trations. The woman's age related risk, by Baye's theorem, is modified by multiplying by the likelihood ratio (LR) obtained 
previously to derive a combined risk. This combined risk may then be used to counsel the woman regarding the relative 
risk of the abnormality as opposed to the risk of miscarriage associated with a subsequent diagnostic invasive proce- 
dure. 

The invention is illustrated by the accompanying drawings wherein:- 

35 

Figure 1 is a graph of median MoM against gestation age in weeks using hCG as marker; 

Figure 2 is a graph which shows the reduction in overlap in the frequency distributions of hCG pregnancies with 

and without correction for between subject variance according to the method of the invention. 

40 By way of example, in Figure 1 the line (a) represents the median hCG MoM values for the unaffected population 

at different weeks of gestation ages expressed as MoM. By definition this is 1.0 MoM at all gestational ages. Line (b) 
refers to the concentration of hCG, expressed as MoM, for a woman with a normal pregnancy. The variation in value 
across the gestation is random, but centred on the homeostatic mean value of 2.0 MoM. If the second trimester sample 
(13 to 26 weeks) were the only one examined, then such a woman would be considered to be at high risk for fetal 

45 Down Syndrome on account of the high hCG concentration. Knowledge that the first sample is also high, at a stage 
of gestation where hCG is not an effective marker for Down Syndrome, indicates that the reason for the high hCG is 
due to a high homeostatic set-point rather than due to fetal Down Syndrome. Line (c) indicates the values for a woman 
with a Down Syndrome affected pregnancy who would correctly be identified as being high risk on the basis of a high 
hCG MoM in the second sample and a median homeostatic set-point in the first sample. In contrast line (d) represents 

50 a woman with a Down Syndrome affected pregnancy who would be considered at low risk for fetal Down Syndrome 
on the basis of the normal hCG result on the second sample only, but who would be considered high risk given the 
knowledge that the first sample revealed a very low homeostatic set-point. 

One way of combining the results of the first and second sample is to divide the concentration when the marker 
is effective at discriminating the two populations by the concentration when it is not effective. In principle absolute 

55 effectiveness and absolute non-effectiveness of markers is not required, merely that the efficiency should be sufficiently 
different to enable normalisation to be effected around the homeostatic set-point for the individual woman. 
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EXAMPLE 



By way of example Table 1 shows the mean and standard deviations (sd) of hCG Multiple of the normal population 
median, expressed as the natural logarithm [In (MOM)], from a clinical trial involving 2765 women with unaffected 
s pregnancies and 1 26 women where the fetus had Down Syndrome. All samples were taken between the 1 5th and 20th 
week of gestation. 



Table 1 





Mean In (MoM) 


sd In (MoM) 


Unaffected 
Down Syndrome 


0.0000 
0.6934 


0.5349 
0.5843 



A further clinical trial was performed involving 170 women where samples were taken at a stage of pregnancy 
75 when hCG is not a marker for Down Syndrome, at 9-1 3 weeks completed gestation, and a further sample taken between 
3 and 6 weeks later, at a period of gestation where hCG is known to be a marker for Down Syndrome, that is to say 
between 15 to 18 weeks gestation. 

Each patient's second sample was normalised by the following equation:- 
hCG MoM for the second sample/HCG MoM for the first sample = normalised hCG MoM 
20 Table 2 gives the mean and standard deviation of the In (MoM) for the second sample before it has been normalised, 

and afterwards. 



25 



Table 2 





; Mean In (MoM) 


Standard deviation 


In (hCG MoM) second sample 
normalised In (hCG MoM) 2nd sample 


0.0000 
0.0000 


0.5178 
0.3863 



The variation is substantially reduced by the use of the first sample to normalise the second. 
30 The between subject variance estimated from this group of 170 women with unaffected pregnancies, can be ob- 

tained by subtraction of the within-subject variance from the overall variance:- 



35 



Between subject variance = 0.51 78 2 - 0.3863 2 : 



0.1189 



The between subject variance may be subtracted from the variance found in unaffected and Down Syndrome 
affected, the standard deviations of which are shown in Table 1, to give estimates of the between subject variance for 
unaffected and Down Syndrome affected pregnancies. 



Variance in unaffected 
pregnancies = 0.5349 2 - 0.1 189 = 0.16728 

Variance in Down Syndrome affected 

pregnancies = 0.5843 2 - 0. 1 1 89 = 0.22251 

so The normalised standard deviations for unaffected and Down Syndrome affected pregnancies can be calculated 

from the variance normalised as above: - 

Standard deviation in unaffected 
55 pregnancies = V0.16728 = 0.4089 
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Standard deviation in Down Syndrome affected 
pregnancies = V0.22251 = 0.4717 

5 

The distribution of In (hCG MoM) after normalisation for between subject variation now shows considerably less 
overlap between unaffected and Down Syndrome affected pregnancies. The reduction in overlap can be clearly seen 
in Figure 2. 

The benefit of this reduction in overlap between the affected and unaffected pregnancies, in terms of the effec- 
10 tiveness of the test in screening for fetal Down Syndrome can be derived from the two log Gaussian distributions for 
affected and unaffected pregnancies. 

Table 3 shows the percentage of affected pregnancies (detection rate) and unaffected pregnancies (false-positive 
rate) higher than a range of normalised and for comparison, non-normalised, hCG MoM levels. For a screen positive 
rate of 2% the detection rate rises from 25% to 38% - non -normalised to normalised and the corresponding figures for 
is a screen positive rate of 5% are 37% to 48%. 
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Table 3 clearly demonstrates the marked improvement in screening effectiveness using the invention. 

In routine practice the normalised hCG MoM information would be combined with the prior odds due to maternal 
age. These procedures are well known to workers in the field. 

In addition the information from the test could also be combined with other maternal serum markers for Down 
s Syndrome either normalised for within subject variation or not. 

This invention is not restricted to hCG but is of course available to other maternal serum markers which show a 
change in their discriminating ability at different stages of gestation, for example PAPP-A. Nor is there an absolute 
requirement for the marker to show a complete absence of discrimination at any stage of gestation. The same principles 
are applicable to those markers which show a decreased discrimination at a particular stage of gestation, such as 
io Schwangerschaft protein 1 (Pregnancy specific X-glycoprotein 1, SP1) which has poor discriminatory ability in the 
second trimester but good discriminatory power in the first trimester. 

The correction for between subject variation described in this example was simply achieved by dividing the hCG 
MoM value in the second trimester (when hCG is an effective marker for fetal Down Syndrome) by the hCG MoM value 
seen in the first trimester (when hCG is not.a marker for fetal Down Syndrome). 
is other methods of calculation to correct for between subject variation may be used, for example combining both 

tests together using a bivariate probability density function, as is currently done for the combination of different maternal 
serum markers (Reynolds and Penney, Annals of Clinical Biochemistry (1990), 27, 452-458, 1990). 



20 Claims 

1. A method for antenatal screening for an abnormality in a fetus using a bodily fluid, the fluid containing a marker 
which at one stage of gestation (stage A) the mean or median level of the marker differs by less than 20% between 
pregnancies. which are affected and unaffected. by the abnormality and at another stage of gestation (stage B) 

25 differs by more than 50% between such affected and unaffected pregnancies, there being a period of at least 3 

weeks between Stage A and Stage B, characterised in that determinations of concentrations of the marker for an 
individual woman are made at stage A and at stage B and are compared to produce a normalised concentration 
and the thus determined normalised concentration is compared with similarly determined normalised concentra- 
tions for populations of women with and without said fetal abnormality. 

30 

2. A method according to claim 1 characterised in that the period between stage 1 and stage 2 is between 4 and 8 
weeks. 

3. A method according to claims 1 or claim 2 characterised in that the values are normalised by division. 

35 

4. A method according to any one of claims 1 to 3 characterised in that the serum marker is the intact form of hCG. 

5. A method according to any one of claims 1 to 3 characterised in that the serum marker is the beta subunit of hCG. 

40 6. A method according to any one of claims 1 to 5 characterised in that the determination of the marker is combined 
with the determination of at least one further marker, the determination of the further marker being made either by 
conventional means or by the method of the invention. 

7. A method according to any one of claims 1 to 6 characterised in that the fetal abnormality is Down Syndrome. 

45 

8. A method according to any one of claims 1 to 7 characterised in that the fetal abnormality is ectopic pregnancy, 
open spina bifida, neural tube defects, ventral wall defects, Edwards Syndrome, Pateaus Syndrome, Turner Syn- 
drome, Monosomy X or Kleinefelter's Syndrome. 

50 9. An apparatus comprising means adapted for receiving measurements of levels of a serum marker in a body fluid 
of a pregnant woman and/or a precursor or metabolite of. said marker, the marker being one where at one stage 
of gestation (stage A) the mean or median level of the marker differs by less than 20% between pregnancies which 
are affected and unaffected by a fetal abnormality and at another stage of gestation (stage B) differs by more than 
50% between such affected and unaffected pregnancies, ,there being a period of at least 3 weeks between Stage 

55 a and Stage 8, and computer means for comparing the measurements of these levels with each other and to sets 

of reference data to determine fetal abnormalities characterised in that the computer means is capable of comparing 
concentrations of the marker for an individual woman made at stage A and at stage B to produce a normalised 
concentration and to compare the thus determined normalised concentration with reference data relating to simi- 

i 
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larly determined normalised concentrations for populations of women with and without said fetal abnormality. 

10. An apparatus according to claim 9 characterised in that the normalised concentrations are derived by methods 
according to claims 1 to 8. 
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